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CITY OF WEST DES MOINES 
DEVELOPMENT AND PLANNING 

CITY COUNCIL SUBCOMMITTEE MEETING 
Training Room 

 
Monday, October 3, 2016 

Attending: 
 
Council Member John Mickelson 
Council Member Jim Sandager  
City Manager Tom Hadden 
Finance Director Tim Stiles 
City Engineer Duane Wittstock 
Principal Engineer Ben McAlister 

 
Development Services Director Lynne Twedt 
Development Coordinator Linda Schemmel 
Chief Building Inspector Rod VanGenderen 
Planner Kara Tragesser 
Planner Brad Munford 

      Deputy City Manager Jamie Letzring  
      Communications Specialist Lucinda Stephenson 

 
Guests:    
Item #1 – Whisper Ridge Plat 3 Buffer Vacation 

        Dave Adickes – (potential buyer) 
        Dan McElroy – (potential buyer) 
        Marc Abels – Simpson Jenson Abels Law Firm 

   
 

 

The meeting of the Development and Planning City Council Subcommittee was called to order at 8:00 a.m. 

1. Whisper Ridge Plat 3 Buffer Vacation 

Director Twedt discussed the Whisper Ridge Plat 3 buffer located along the south lot line of lots 15-18 as 
depicted in blue on the map provided.  This buffer is in place because of the double frontage lots which 
means there is a street along the front and a street to the back.  Ms. Twedt explained that the existing 
Rockwood Lane from S 91st Street east will eventually be a public street (Coachlight Drive).  The remainder 
of Rockwood Lane west of S 91st Street is a private street today, but given that the area that this street 
provides access to (Hickory Knolls) could redevelop, it may become public in the future.  If this area 
(Hickory Knolls) would redevelop into more than three homes, this access would have to be rebuilt to public 
street standards, but could remain a private street. While the amount of traffic with the current Hickory 
Knolls is minimal today, the potential that Hickory Knolls could subdivide in the future could greatly 
increase the amount of traffic.  Ms. Twedt asked if the buffer should remain to shield the single family 
homes from a potential increase in traffic.  She also noted that buffers are traditionally a no-build area which 
prohibits fences from being installed along the rear property line.  Restricting fences from this location 
eliminates a “tunnel” appearance with privacy fences lining the street. 
 
Ms. Twedt continued that a potential homeowner would like to buy one of the four double frontage lots, but 
the house they wish to build does not fit within the buildable area remaining between setbacks and buffers.  
The lot is 160 feet deep and 95 feet wide. The proposed house encroaches into the building setbacks by 
approximately 12 feet.   
 
Council Member Sandager inquired that if the City allowed the buyer to build this home without vacating 
the buffer would it be setting precedence.  Ms. Twedt replied that it could be argued that Rockwood Lane is 
private and not a public frontage street (thus, does not meet the exact language in the code for the required 
buffer).  It is not known at this time if Rockwood Lane would become public, but the buffer was included 
along the plat boundary in anticipation that it would be a busy street sometime in the future.  She continued 
that with vacation of the buffer, a privacy fence could be installed on the rear property line, next to the 
street.  It would be difficult to obtain a setback variance for the house to encroach as it would be difficult to 
prove a hardship since this is new construction.  It would be Mr. Lowry’s request to vacate the buffer.   
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Director Twedt commented that if the buffer was vacated, it would be vacated for all four lots and a fence 
could be installed on the south property line which would be close Rockwood Lane.   
 
Mr. Abels interjected that it would not be setting precedence because these are not double frontage lots 
currently.  He provided the history of the development and a summary of the problems associated with 
Rockwood Lane.  When Plat 3 was approved, an easement allowed Whisper Ridge to connect to Rockwood 
Lane.  It was not known where the public street would be located; therefore, at that time, it seemed 
appropriate to have double frontage lots.  Mr. Abels then provided the definition of a double frontage lot 
which is ‘a lot other than a corner lot with frontage on more than one street which does not intersect with 
another.’  He continued that the definition of a street was ‘any thoroughfare or public space not less than 16 
feet in width which has been dedicated to public use.’  Currently, this segment of Rockwood Lane does not 
fit the definition of a street as it has not been dedicated for public use and, therefore, would not be setting 
precedent to allow the vacation.    
 
Concerning the fence issue, Mr. Abels stated that he had no issue with staff’s recommendation to not allow 
structures, specifically fences, in the vacated area which could be part of the written agreement to vacate the 
easement.     
 
Council Member Sandager asked if part of the agreement could include not allowing fences in the vacated 
buffer or no closer than 30 ft. to the street.  Mr. Abels thought if this did not create an issue or problem, this 
would be acceptable. 
 
Director Twedt stated that a vacation of the buffer would be a public hearing item, and this request would go 
through Plan and Zoning for recommendation and City Council for approval. 
 
Direction:  Council Members express support for vacating the 30 ft. buffer with the agreement that fencing 
could not be installed in the vacated buffer. 

2. Architectural Guidelines 

Development Coordinator Schemmel explained that as part of the strategic planning process, Staff has been 
examining what sets West Des Moines apart now, and in the future, from different areas of the state and 
country.  When a community has a unique identity, residents are more connected and invested in their City.  
In light of WDM 2036 strategy #3: A sense of community drives quality of life, it’s important for the City to 
maintain the current level of design and enhance that level of design when and where possible.  Ms. 
Schemmel continued by discussing the following: 
 
Perception – Recently, it has been expressed that architectural designs being implemented across the City 
are generic, non-descript, and have been referred to as a “beige nation.”    With the appropriate tools and 
expectations, Staff firmly believes that the quality of design can be enhanced, but still provide solutions that 
would meet both the character of the community and client requirements.     
 
Better Design at Reduced Cost - Developers fear extra cost with design enhancements, but Ms. Schemmel 
stated that often a few minor changes in the building can capture cost savings that can then be utilized to 
enhance the building design.  Ms. Schemmel provided project examples where this has been implemented. 
 
Difficulty with Current Process - Ms. Schemmel continued that current regulation language is ambiguous, 
generic, confusing, and gives no design direction.   Also, there are several gaps in the zoning ordinance on 
architectural standards including for multi-family housing and the sub-area guidelines referenced in the 
ordinance for the Valley Junction area were never created and the sub-area no longer exist.   
 
By the time the project is submitted as part of a planning application, any direction provided on the building 
design is too late as the building has already been designed.  This results in resistance to change, additional 
costs, longer review times, and developer delays.   
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Council Member Sandager asked if the sub-area plan included the Pattern Book.  Ms. Schemmel replied that 
The Pattern Book was not a City effort intended to be part of the ordinance, but a guideline for single family 
home owners who want to improve their properties.  The sub-area plan was eliminated with last version of 
the Comprehensive Plan.    
 
Communication – There is a need to reorganize and update zoning ordinances with the intent to provide 
concise language and images that will allow the designer the freedom to find a solution, but still meet the 
needs of the client and the City.  Ms. Schemmel expressed that staff comments and direction are received 
too late in the development process as the architect has usually already been committed to a design with 
prices identified.  There is usually no interest in making a change.  The end result is that staff and the 
developer are spending an inordinate amount of time in the development review process which adds 
frustration as often multiple submissions with incremental changes become common. 
 
Visual Guidelines – Ms. Schemmel provided examples of good and bad illustrations that could be utilized.  
These illustrations can also be used to show how various elevation options could be created by incorporating 
small changes into massing, materials, and details to provide visual interest and variety for a prototypical 
design.   
 
Deputy City Manager Jamie Letzring asked if there was hesitancy to make changes due to a fear that a 
change would be more costly.  Mr. Schemmel stated that most developers have an invested image they want 
to portray, as well as an identified cost.  Communication up front should reduce the fear of added cost and 
change.   
 
Council Member Sandager commented that the architectural standards for business and commercial centers 
in West Des Moines have increased the desirability for locating in West Des Moines, as well as protects 
investments of existing businesses in the community.   
 
Goals – Ms. Schemmel indicated that the goal is to promote cohesive development that will provide a sense 
of place by reinforcing the unique character of the City, encouraging investment in quality design and 
workmanship.  It is important to start conversations earlier in the design process so that standards and 
expectations can be understood.   
 
Ms. Schemmel continued by giving an overview of the current review process.  It was mentioned that the 
more the developer has to pay for the land, the less they invest in the building appearance.  The City wants 
to encourage quality design.  To accomplish this, City expectations and architectural standards need to be 
identified and available, clear and concise language developed, and examples provided.   
 
Council Member Mickelson stated that he was glad to be having discussions regarding design, but it was 
also more than just design, but also was about street lights, traffic, etc.  It may be more expensive for 
projects in West Des Moines, but our community has a higher standard which is appreciated.   Council 
Member Mickelson also expressed that if there were well defined, easy to read guidelines, it would attract 
the developers who were interested in quality projects and those who were interested in lower cost projects 
would self-select out. 
 
Planner Munford interjected that his experience while working in Overland Park and Kansas City was that 
when they took on this challenge in 2002, the only way to achieve a unique community, was to have 
regulations and standards in place.  
 
Director Twedt expressed that Staff is seeking to hire a contract employee, utilizing funds already approved 
for an Associate Planner, who would have responsibilities to look at what exists in code, what is being 
proposed by the development community, and identify what the City would prefer implemented.  Staff will 
try to find a balance that would set West Des Moines apart, but yet serve the interests of the development 
community, as well current and future residents.  When expectations are conveyed upfront, both the 
developer and staff would benefit by saving time and money. 
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Council Member Mickelson asked if there would be different standards for different areas of West Des 
Moines.   Director Twedt stated that the City would need to have different standards for redevelopment if 
there was real interest in seeing certain areas redevelop. 
 
Council Member Mickelson would encourage staff to reach out to developers, especially those that are local, 
for their input as he thought their buy-in would be important.    
 
Direction:   Council Members expressed support for identifying development design standards.  

3. Scott Whitney Solar Array Screening 

Development Coordinator Schemmel provided the last version of the permit review for the Scott Whitney 
solar panel installation and what type of screening was proposed.  After installation of the system, staff met 
with Mr. Whitney’s to review the details of the screening.  At that meeting, Mr. Whitney indicated he 
preferred to not screen the system and asked for a waiver of the screening requirement.  Staff forwarded his 
request to the Council and followed up after receiving input from the Council that there was no support for 
waiving the screening requirements.  After this conversation, Mr. Whitney proposed to wrap the structural 
posts with wood, but leave views into the supporting structure area of open array.  Staff believes this is not 
really screening but just changing the material of the structure.  Mr. Whitney has stated that he wants to 
keep his view open which will then not make for such a massive enclosure.  Ms. Schemmel thinks the 
structure can still be enclosed so that it is screened and not increase the visual mass of the system, as Mr. 
Whitney stated.  Until such time that the screening is approved, Mr. Whitney will not be able to obtain a 
meter release.   
 
Director Twedt provided an aerial of the property and screening possibilities were discussed further.  Staff 
will continue to discuss with Mr. Whitney options to block views . 

 
Direction:   Council Members agreed with staff that the original screening intentions needed to be met. 

4. Upcoming Projects – A map was provided with a brief description of each provided by the case 
planner.  

a. Kum & Go Permitted Conditional Use (330 Jordan Creek Parkway): Permitted Conditional Use site       
plan to construct a Kum & Go store in the Jordan West development (PC-003227-2016).  Planner Portz 
informed the Council Members that plans were received last week for a Kum & Go to be located on the 
north side of the entrance off Jordan Creek Parkway.  Building and canopy orientation is as desired, but 
building materials and colors will need to comply with the Specific Plan. 

5. Minor Modifications 

a. Des Moines Plastic Surgery & Spa (6420 Coachlight Drive):  Implementation of internally lite bollards 
at the corner of Coachlight and S 64th Street as an art element and interior to the site by the main 
building entrance.  The illuminated bollards by the main entry will include the name of the 
development. (MML1-003228-2016)  

b. Microsoft Alluvion (550 SE White Crane Road):  Installation of additional irrigation meters.  (MML2-
003218-2016) 

6. Other Matters  

a. FYI only. Pumpkin World will be setting up an operation in the maintenance yard at Jordan Creek Town 
Center similar to the one they have operated in Windsor Heights (980 73rd St) for the past 20 years.  A 
Temporary Use Permit will be issued for a 30-day time period for operation. 
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b.   Director Twedt provided that the corner lot at Fuller Road and S 35th Street had a house torn down and a 

new one constructed on the property.  The owner has the responsibility to install sidewalks along Fuller 
Road and S 35th Street, but is asking for a deferral.  Staff does not have an issue with the deferral to wait 
until such time that sidewalk on either adjacent property is installed if a sidewalk agreement is in place.  
At that time, the property owner would need to install the sidewalks.  It was also noted that the City can 
initiate sidewalk installation at any time through the Sidewalk Improvement Program.   

 
The meeting adjourned at 9:30 a.m.  The next regularly scheduled Development and Planning City Council 
Subcommittee is October 17, 2016. 
 
 

                                                                          
Lynne Twedt, Development Services Director 
 
 
 

     __________________________________  
     Kimberly Taylor, Administrative Secretary  
 


